Based on Bickerton's (1981) 
Introduction
It is well documented in second language studies that nonnative speakers of English have difficulty in acquiring articles and they make errors even when all other elements of the language have been mastered. Although the definite article is the most frequent morpheme (Master, 1997) , the Chinese learners of English misuse it on occasions. Many Chinese researchers approached the problem from error analysis, acquisition, and pragmatics (Li jingquan& Cai jingting, 2001; Zhu yeqiu, 2003; Yan lili, 2003; Wang jian, 2005) . Only Cai jinting& Wu yi 'an (2006) analyzed the misuse of the definite article from semantic perspective. Therefore, it is worth discussing the misuse of the definite article from the semantic point of view on the basis of experimental study.
Literature review

Semantic types
Adopted from Bickerton's (1981) semantic classification, Huebner's (1983) classification has been the most widely used model for the analysis of English noun phrase (NP) environments and is used as well in this study. He analyzed NPs in terms of Bickerton's proposed universal features of referentiality--namely, whether or not the noun phrase has a specific referent and whether or not it is assumed known to the hearer. Hence, noun phrases are classified as plus or minus the feature of specific referent ([±SR]) and plus or minus the feature of assumed known to the hearer ([±HK]). The four combinations of the two binary features constitute what Huebner calls semantic types. In Huebner's model, the use of English articles is determined by the semantic function of the NP in discourse. Each NP belongs to one of the four types/categories, permitting us to assign a semantic function to each NP. To determine with what accuracy articles are used, one considers what is used in Standard English. Table 1 presents a classification system in terms of the two binary features.
Previous studies
Huebner (1985) analyzed new data from the informant of his previous study from the perspective of the semantic features of [+SR, +HK] and discourse features of topic continuity. Consistent with his previous study, he observed early "flooding" of the definite article in all noun features and found that the-flooding receded first in [-SR, -HK] (1987, 1988 [-HK] contexts. Analysis also revealed that articles appeared to be acquired differently depending on whether or not they occurred in the learner's first language.
[+ART] speakers appeared to be approximately one level ahead of [-ART] speakers, the first language thus had a clear influence on early approximations to the target language, though this L1 influence usually decreased with increasing L2 proficiency. Although Chinese subjects were included in his study, their ages were ranged from 25-63 years, older than the subjects in the present study.
Whereas in Parrish's (1987) experiment, the was restricted to [+SR] for the was remarkably lacking in [-SR] contexts. Other studies, including Takahashi (1997) , Thomas (1989) , claimed that the was initially associated with [+SR] rather than [+HK] contexts. Thomas (1989) (2006) collected data from cloze test and corpus. They examined the relationship between three characteristics of noun phrases, (namely specific reference, hearer's knowledge, countability) and the use of articles, as well as the influence of tasks and absence of the article system in Chinese. They found that the three characteristics of noun phrases exerted significant influence on the occurrence and accuracy of articles. The subjects used articles more accurately in composition than in cloze test, and their substitution zero article for definite and indefinite article may be due to L1 transfer and economic principle.
In fact, inconsistency in article acquisition has been long existed in literature. Bearing these differences in mind, this study intends to solve the following two hypotheses:
1. Different semantic features have influence on the accurate use of articles.
2. The definite article is over-generalized more in [+HK] than in [+SR] contexts.
Study design
The subjects in this study were 85 Chinese college learners of English (35 males and 50 females, aged 19-23) sampled from non-English majors. They have to complete an article-focused test composed of 54 obligatory uses of the articles, which was adopted from Master (1994) and Ekiert (2004).
As for the validity, Master's (1994) article test was considered to be a legitimate instrument for this study for the following two reasons. First, the test covers the entire range of article usage, including the four semantic categories. Second, the test was designed to test article usage for non-native speakers of English, so it was also suitable for Chinese learners.
As for the reliability of the test, the KR-21 reliability estimate was .789 in the pilot study. Therefore, the test adopted in present study was valid and reliable.
Data collected from the test was analyzed in two aspects: As for the accuracy of articles in different semantic types, two-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted. As for the overuse of articles, paired-sample T test was carried out to test whether the differences of the in [+SR] and [+HK] contexts were statistically significant. All the statistical analysis will be done by using the statistical software of SPSS 11.0.
Results and discussion
Semantic contexts and accuracy of articles
Firstly, the results of one-way ANOVA for the semantic feature effect on the accurate use of articles are found to be statistically significant at .05 level (F=69.75, p< .05). Thus, the semantic feature is a variable affecting the subjects' correct choice of articles.
Multiple comparisons are made in order to determine which features significantly differ from each other. The results of between-feature comparisons of accuracy are shown in Table 2 . The data illustrates that the difference among four semantic features is significant at .05 level except that between Type 2 and 4, which show no such significant difference. Thus the sequence of accuracy rate across four semantic contexts can be drawn out: Type 4 = Type 2 > Type 3 > Type 1. The accuracy order means Type 1 maybe the most difficult contexts for Chinese learners, while Type 4 and 2 proved to be the easiest.
Therefore, hypothesis one is partly upheld. There proves to be significant difference among four semantic contexts except between Type 2 and 4, and Type 1 turns out to be the most difficult while Type 4 and 2 is the least problematic.
Semantic contexts and overuse of the definite article
Paired-sample T test is conducted to test whether the difference in overuse rate between [+SR] and [+HK] contexts is statistically significant. As revealed in Table 3 , t = -9.96, which is significant at .01 level (two-tailed).
Thus, the overuse rate in [+HK] is statistically higher than in [+SR] environments. Hypothesis two, which claims the definite article is associated with [+HK] feature is supported, at least in present study.
As opposed to Huebner (1983) and Master (1987) , Parrish (1987) and Thomas (1989) (2006) suggested that overuse of the in [+SR, -HK] was significant in cloze test, but rare in compositions. Thomas (1989) pointed out Huebner (1983) and Master's (1987) claim needed further examination because of over-reliance on scarce [-SR, +HK] environments in the production of L2 learners. Such problems are avoided in present study as the items are distributed nearly equally among four semantic contexts. Huebner (1983) and Master's (1987) claim is re-confirmed by the study.
Pedagogical Implications based on this study
The main findings of this study will shed light on the instruction of English article system to Chinese college learners. Several suggestions are offered for both teachers and learners.
First, more attention needs to be paid to the systematic and formal instruction and learning of English articles. The findings clarified in this research suggest that English article system is problematic for all Chinese learners, regardless of proficiency level. Moreover, Chinese college teachers should change their old belief that articles are unimportant words that need not be taught, for they have been introduced in high school.
Second, the generic usage of English articles should be reinforced. It was made clear that the generic usage of articles posed great difficulty for learners and it was neglected in texts (Whitman, 1974) .
Third, the concept of countability needs further clarification for Chinese learners whose language lacks the distinction between countable nouns and uncountable nouns.
In a sum, the complex nature of English article system requires that they be introduced gradually over a long period of time and they can not possibly be taught in a single lesson. Nevertheless, the articles can and should be taught (Master, 1997) . It is possible that the situation will improve if the pedagogical implications suggested above are incorporated in courses for Chinese college learners of English. Thomas (1989 ), Huebner (1985 , and Butler (2002) , presents a classification system in terms of the two binary features, [±SR, ±HK] . Nouns classified as [-SR, +HK] are generic nouns and are marked with a, the, Ø. Nouns classified as [-SR,-HK] are non-referential nouns and are marked with a, Ø. These articles are used with nouns that name a class to which another noun is asserted to belong or that refer to an unspecified member of a class (Thomas, 1989) . The [+SR,-HK] feature includes referential indefinite nouns, which are marked with a, Ø. The referent is identifiable not to the hearer but to the speaker, who is entering the noun into the discourse for the first time. Finally, the [+SR, +HK] feature includes referential definite nouns which are previously mentioned, are specified by entailment or definition, and are unique in all contexts or in a given context, etc (Thomas, 1989) . These nouns are marked with the. As revealed in Table 3 , the overuse percent in [+SR] is less than that in [+HK] context. The standard deviation is .24940, and t= -9.963 which is significant at .01 level (2 tailed). That implies the subjects tend to associate the definite article with [+HK] feature.
